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ABSTRACT 

 

Accountants interact with a multitude of stakeholders on a daily basis, from co-workers 

and supervisors to clients and members of governing organizations. Developing skills to navigate 

these interactions is crucial to their success. As Colleges and universities must develop ways to 

teach and assess these skills alongside the technical competencies of the industry. This paper 

identifies five key components of softs skills to be addressed in undergraduate curriculum: 

communication, critical thinking, reliability and responsibility, engaged listening, and respect. 

Five suggested learning objectives were derived from these components. The learning objectives 

related to these skills can be integrated into the existing course curriculum rather than as a 

separate course. Objectives could be completed in an efficient manner without adding significant 

time or effort of developing new classes.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Higher education institutions provide the gateway for students to gain the knowledge and 

understanding necessary to excel in their careers. Colleges and universities must ensure the 

curriculum includes learning objectives that reflect the current needs of employers to increase 

student employability. Albrecht and Sack (2000) emphasized the need for American accounting 

graduates to possess soft skills in order to be prepared for today’s business environment. Some 

researchers suggest that students demonstrate the technical accounting knowledge required by 

the industry; however, they possess limited soft skills upon graduation (Bressler & Pence, 2019). 

Some research cites the home environment of Millennials, where everyone received a trophy and 

parents hovered over them, as a possible reason for the lack of soft skills in today’s graduates 

(Bressler & Pence). Regardless of the reason for deficiency of soft skills, the accounting industry 

recognizes that new hires must demonstrate these skills in order to be successful. 

The development of soft skills is of increasing importance to employers, professional 

associations and policymakers (Levant et al., 2016). Employers seek candidates who demonstrate 

a mix of both hard and soft skills which are constantly changing with the business environment 

(Gerstein & Friedman, 2016). Ramlall & Ramlall (2014) cite two studies which suggest that job 

success is 75% - 85% dependent on interpersonal skills while only 15% - 25% dependent on 

technical competency. With an increased research focus on “the gap between what the workplace 

demands of new hires and how well colleges and universities are helping students translate their 

academic accomplishments into workplace success” (MacDermott & Ortiz, 2017, p.4), it is 

essential for faculty to incorporate soft skills learning objectives into the accounting curriculum.  

The Pathways Commission noted that one of the impediments to changing the accounting 

curriculum is the “cumbersome and time-consuming institutional process to change curriculum” 

(American, p. 113). In addition, Rebele & Pierre (2019) emphasize that implementation of soft 

skills into the curriculum could compromise the technical material covered given the limited 

number of credit hours. The purpose of this research was to provide a rubric in which the 

learning objectives which could be integrated and accessed alongside the technical material 

covered in undergraduate accounting courses. 

 

SOFT SKILLS LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

 

This commentary focuses on five major components of accounting soft skills including: 

(1) communication; (2) critical thinking; (3) reliability and responsibility; (4) engaged listening; 

and (5) respect. A soft skill learning objective was derived from each of these elements. Learning 

objectives describe the knowledge a learner must acquire regarding a specific concept or skill 

(Alonso et al., 2008). Using Blooms Taxonomy, which separates skill levels into six categories 

from lower-order cognitive to higher-order cognitive skills (Adams, 2015), five learning 

objectives were created which may be incorporated into accounting undergraduate curriculum. 

These learning objectives allow instructors to assess a student’s soft skills at the undergraduate 

level and encourage the enhancement of these skills prior to employment. 

1. Demonstrate ability to effectively communicate with instructor and peers. 

(Communication) 

2. Adapt to changes in surroundings and generate constructive solutions to issues that arise. 

(Critical Thinking) 

3. Perform tasks in a timely manner. (Reliability and Responsibility) 
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4. Apply active listening skills to classroom discussion. (Engaged Listening) 

5. Recognize ways to treat others with dignity and respect. (Respect) 

Each of these learning objectives can be rated on a numerical scale or can simply be 

assessed as does not meet expectations or meets expectations. Specific evaluation of each of 

these learning objectives will be discussed in further detail below and a suggested rubric is 

provided on Table 1.1 (Appendix). 

Communication  

Communication is an essential part of business, especially in the accounting industry 

since accountants interact with a variety of stakeholders. Accountants also use interpersonal 

skills as a means of marketing their business. If clients are pleased with their interactions with 

their accountants, they will likely refer them to other business clients (Daff, 2013). Bee, Jafry & 

Saucedo (2018) noted communication skills as one of the most desired attributes among 

accounting professionals. The American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) 

(2018) noted one of the core professional competencies of a student entering the accounting 

industry is to “effectively deliver information in multiple formats tailored to the intended 

audience” (p. 2).  

The introduction and evaluation of communication skills can begin in the classroom. 

Many Generation Z individuals (born after 1995), which is the current college student 

population, have grown up with an increased reliance on technology (Lifintsev et al., 2019) and 

their communication skills may be limited to social media and other digital formats. It is 

imperative that colleges and universities educate these students how to communicate in a 

professional environment. Effective communication skills can promote teamwork throughout an 

organization (Plant & Slippers, 2015). Communication includes both written and verbal aspects. 

The rubric in Table 1.1 (Appendix) provides some basic guidance on determining whether a 

student meets or does not meet the learning objective which refers to communication skills. An 

instructor can reflect on whether a student participates in classroom discussion and if the student 

uses appropriate and professional language when communicating verbally or in writing. 

 

Verbal 

 

Communicating via in-person, phone or using video conferencing software is an 

important part of the daily function of accountants. They must communicate with clients, co-

workers, supervisors, governmental agencies and external creditors and lenders. Today’s college 

graduates have grown up in a technologically advanced environment where emails, texts and 

social media are the norm for communication (Lifintsev et al., 2019). Making sure they possess 

the verbal communication skills to discuss in-depth accounting concepts and issues is an 

important part of their undergraduate curriculum. Employers appreciate employees who not only 

understand the technical side of accounting, but can also effectively have a conversation and 

articulate concepts and ask appropriate questions. Tenedero (2017) recognizes that professionals 

value communication as a major employability skill, while students ascribe less priority to 

communication skills. 

Verbal communication takes place in the classroom and faculty can use these interactions 

to evaluate a student’s communication skills. Students may be asked to answer problems, 

participate in group projects, share personal experiences relevant to coursework and ask 

questions regarding course material. Powless & Schafer (2016) suggest that assigning individual 

or group presentations can develop verbal communication skills among students. During these 
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verbal interactions, faculty can evaluate a student’s communication skills and also provide 

constructive feedback either on an individual basis or during group discussions.  

 

Written 

 

Today’s fast-paced environment lends itself to increased communication via email, text 

and other forms of written communication. It is difficult to convey emotion and emphasis in 

written format. The importance of having proper “netiquette” or written communication over 

computer networks is increasing as more individuals now work remotely. A summation of 

guidance based upon literature of proper netiquette includes the following: (1) Do not use all 

uppercase, (2) use professional language and proper sentence structure (3) ensure correct spelling 

and grammar, (4) keep attachments to a minimum, (5) use a relevant subject line, (6) refrain 

from utilizing email to convey negative thoughts, (7) keep messages concise and to the point, (8) 

use a mindful tone (Yarmohammadian et al., 2012). 

Students use written communication in homework assignments, case studies, projects and 

email. Bressler & Pence (2019) suggest the use of a discussion board for accounting classes 

where students communicate about relevant accounting industry topics. This can provide a 

platform for practicing written communication skills. Faculty can use these opportunities to 

evaluate students written communication skills for items such as, proper language, tone, 

grammar and spelling. Students must learn professional communication skills in business and 

understand the difference between how they communicate with friends via text and social media 

and how they communicate with co-workers, supervisors and clients. A student’s informal 

writing style used via technology platforms can extend to potential employers who may use 

technology to communicate with them (Powless & Schafer, 2016). “While incorporating such 

skill development into the curriculum may be a timely and challenging task, it is nevertheless 

very rewarding and has the potential to create sustained improvement in students' interpersonal 

skills” (Daff, 2013, p.577). 

 

Critical Thinking 

 

Advances in technology have brought about significant changes in the accounting 

industry.  Employees that can adjust to these technological advances allow businesses to pivot 

and continue to stay productive and profitable.  Critical thinking is also an essential skill for 

public accountants as they not only need to stay relevant on accounting topics but also maintain a 

working knowledge of their clients’ industries and developments that are occurring as well. Dr. 

David Griffiths, founder of K3-Cubed Ltd. stated that "Decision-making, critical thinking and 

collaboration are essential to function as a professional at a high level and to add value to 

employers and clients" (Stall, 2016, p. 18)  

Employers seek individuals who are able to adapt and respond quickly to changing 

market demands (Gerstein & Friedman, 2016). Etter, E. R., & Ross (2013) noted that a survey of 

accounting practitioners of necessary skills of entry-level accountants by Albrecht and Sack 

found analytical/critical thinking skills were ranked second highest among all skills. According 

to the AICPA, one of the core professional competencies is decision-making. It furthers explains 

that an accountant should have the ability to “Objectively identify and critically assess issues and 

use professional judgment to develop appropriate decision models, identify and analyze the costs 

and benefits of alternative courses of action and recommend optimal solution” (American 
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Institute of Certified Public Accountants, 2018, p.2). The emphasis on critical thinking is 

prevalent in the accounting industry. Two components of critical thinking which can be 

incorporated into the undergraduate curriculum are adaptability and generation of constructive 

solutions. 

 

Adaptability 

 

The ability to adapt to change is a desired quality of potential employees in any industry, 

including the accounting industry. Public accountants have to adapt to changes in accounting 

standards and principles, tax laws and technological advancements. Accountants in private 

industry must adapt to these changes along with changes in the industry in which their 

organization operates (market fluctuations, competitor trends, supply chain issues, etc.). It is 

imperative for organizations to have the ability to change with their environments which defines 

the concept of adaptability (Yigitbasioglu, 2017). Accountants must be part of the adaptability of 

the organization in order for them to succeed. 

Opportunities for accessing a student’s ability to adapt can occur through case studies and 

in-class assignments where certain inputs or factors are changed. Another practical assessment of 

a student’s adaptability are changes in the class schedule or curriculum during the semester. For 

example, if a class is cancelled one day to due weather, illness or some other factor, it may be 

necessary for the faculty to change the class schedule and assignment due dates. Recently, 

COVID-19 has tested both faculty and student adaptability. “The pandemic has necessitated the 

largest and quickest transformation of pedagogic and assessment practice ever seen in 

contemporary universities” (Brammer & Clark, 2020, p. 454). As classroom lectures, homework 

platforms and exams all moved to online formats, faculty and students had to learn to adapt to 

these changes in our society. 

 

Generation of Constructive Solutions 

 

 Accountants must continuously work to solve technical issues which arise in their daily 

routine, but more complex issues also pose a challenge for these individuals. Not only do 

accountants handle debit, credit and financial statement problems, they also face more dynamic 

issues which may be social, cultural or environmental in nature. For example, if accountants 

work for or audit an international organization, there may be different accounting standards and 

guidelines for other locations of that organization which must be considered in the decision-

making process. It is difficult to standardize practices across countries without encountering 

resistance (Ben Salem et al., 2019). This is why we have different accounting standards across 

countries. With the evolution of technology, there is less need for accountants to prepare reports 

and more focus on interpretation of data and a shift to assisting in strategic planning of the 

organization (Hassall et al., 2013). 

 Faculty can solicit constructive solutions in the classroom through a variety of 

assignments and exercises, including case studies, journal article reviews, homework problems 

and discussions. Etter & Ross (2013) suggest that assigning professional articles to students not 

only provides practice reading professional literature, it also “helps them understand the methods 

of inquiry, analysis, and argumentation professional accountants use” (p. 596). Faculty can 

evaluate student responses to various problems to identify areas where students utilized critical 
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thinking to develop solutions. Constructive feedback should also be used to assist students in 

continuous improvement of this skillset. 

 

Reliability and Responsibility 

 

In order to be successful, employees must demonstrate reliability and responsibility. 

Accounting professionals can have very demanding schedules with constant deadlines to meet. 

Tasks and processing of documents must be completed in a timely manner to meet those 

deadlines and be in accordance with reporting deadlines (Bigioi & Ionescu, 2016).  

College provides an environment where students can demonstrate these characteristics 

without the influence of parents or guardians. Students must develop self-regulated learning 

activities, such as time and task management (Mills, 2020). This can be difficult when students 

have several responsibilities competing for their time (Mills). Showing up for class on time and 

completing assigned tasks by deadlines are ways students can prepare for the accounting industry 

workforce. 

 

Absence/Tardiness 

 

Showing up for work on time and notifying supervisors in a timely manner of absence for 

work are ways that employees can demonstrate reliability and responsibility. Because the work 

of accountants relies heavily on deadlines, it is important supervisors are aware of absences or 

scheduled time off to adjust and ensure the work is still completed on time. In addition, 

Kocakulah et al. (2016) explains that the Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that employee 

absences account for nearly 2.8 million lost workdays per year which one study translates this 

absenteeism could account for approximately 15% of profits if shown as an expense on the 

financial statements. This estimate does not “include lost productivity and missed deadlines, the 

costs for replacement staff and overtime pay for the replaced workers, and lowered morale costs” 

(Kocakulah et al., 2016, p. 89). Because absenteeism is costly to businesses, it should be 

addressed into the undergraduate curriculum. 

Educators can prepare students for the workforce by evaluating them based upon being 

punctual for classes and recording classroom attendance. There are two types of absenteeism: 

voluntary and involuntary. If a student does not attend classes because he or she prefers to stay 

home, study on their own or prefers leisure activities to class, it is considered voluntary 

absenteeism (Triadó-Ivern et al., 2013). However, if a student does not attend classes because he 

or she has a work or family commitment or a health issue, it is considered involuntary 

absenteeism (Triadó-Ivern et al.). Unpredictable absences occur due to illness, inclement 

weather, family emergencies, transit delays, etc. Ensuring that students take the proper steps to 

notify instructors of absences can translate into their place of work beyond graduation. Habitual 

tardiness and/or absences should be reflected in a student’s overall grade as this is an important 

part of an employee’s evaluation in the business environment. 

 

Completion of Tasks 

 

Another way a student can demonstrate reliability and responsibility is through timely 

completion of tasks. In the workplace, accountants must complete several tasks on a daily basis. 

Multitasking is an essential part of accounting due to the nature of the industry. Whether working 
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through open items from several different clients, completing tax returns, posting journal entries 

or preparing financial statements, accountants must prioritize tasks in order to complete them in 

a timely manner. “Time management allows increased productivity, easier scheduling of tasks in 

order to achieve goals” (Bigioi & Ionescu, 2016, p. 779). 

Undergraduate students may be given in-class problems, homework assignments, case 

studies and group projects. One piece of the evaluation of this coursework should be timely 

completion of these assignments. Educators may set penalties for late work or not accept 

assignments beyond the deadline in order to prepare students for the fast-paced work 

environment. 

 

Engaged Listening 

 

Listening skills include the interpretation of both verbal and non-verbal information 

conveyed by the speaker through demeanor and facial expressions during a face-to-face 

conversation (Stone et al., 2013). Being an active listener is a desired attribute of an accountant 

given the various contacts he or she may have on a daily basis. Engaged listening means hearing 

and interpreting the speaker’s words in order to actively participate in relevant topics of 

discussion. A key component of developing client relationships is the ability to listen to the 

client’s needs and develop solutions to assist them in managing their business. Reddrop & 

Mapunda (2019) note that clients have expressed concern that there is a lack of listening by their 

practicing client and instead they are just being instructed. There are many times when 

accountants may ask questions related to one topic, and the client will provide additional 

information on another topic during the conversation which can assist the accountant in 

providing a resolution to an issue or possible improvement to the business’s operations. It is 

imperative for accountants to listen and recognize this additional information. 

Engaged listening skills can be developed in the classroom through conversations 

between fellow students and faculty members when working on case studies or group 

assignments. Faculty may also elect to have students conduct interviews of working 

professionals and report their findings. This interaction could assist students with both written 

and verbal communication skills as well as engaged listening skills. 

 

Participation 

 

In the workplace, accountants are involved in discussions with supervisors, coworkers 

and various stakeholders. Engaged listening is an extension of communication skills mentioned 

above. Listening to clients and outside parties allows accountants to understand the context of 

the financial status or issues that arise. “Gouws and Terblanche (1998), estimate that listening 

and talking comprise two-thirds of accountants' communication with colleagues and clients, but 

that listening skills are not nurtured in proportion to the importance of these skills in professional 

practice” (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2019, p. 77). In order to effective enter a discussion with clients 

and colleagues, accounting professionals need to listen and comprehend what others are saying. 

Faculty may be hesitant to include engaged listening as part of the curriculum because it 

often is a discrete act which is difficult to measure and observe (Reddrop & Mapunda, 2019). An 

area where faculty may be able to observe engaged listening is during classroom discussion. A 

student can apply engaged listening skills to classroom discussion by actively listening to others 

thoughts and suggestions and building upon them rather than altering the discussion completely. 
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As mentioned above, another way for faculty to evaluate engaged listening is through a 

professional interview assignment where students engage with working professionals. Finally, by 

simply following instructions, faculty can gauge a student’s active listening skills. 

 

Respect 

 

 Everyone deserves respect. McPhail (2013) argues that “if business schools want to 

prepare students adequately for the kinds of issues that will populate their professional life 

world, then they should be critically aware of human rights” (p. 394). In the public accounting 

industry, individuals must convey respect for a wide range of people that they deal with on a 

daily basis, including supervisors, co-workers, clients, external creditors and lenders and 

governmental agency personnel. In private accounting, an accountant’s interactions among 

supervisors, co-workers, vendors, customers and other personnel should exude courtesy and 

respect. 

 Respect for others can be taught by parents, teachers, religious leaders and peers. A 

college campus is where individuals from various backgrounds come together to learn and 

become adults. Often college students define themselves throughout their college journey. 

Because college is an important link between childhood and adulthood, it is important for faculty 

to promote respect in the classroom. Undergraduate accounting curriculum should interlay 

critical reflection on social aspects rather than purely technical (McPhail, 2013). 

 

Supervisor/Instructor 

 

 Organizational structures of companies require a hierarchy to maintain a functioning 

order. This hierarchy requires the typical subordinate/supervisor relationship. These relationships 

can lead to success throughout the organization when they are structured appropriately and 

respect for both parties is obtained. New employees should receive training on this structure and 

have the ability to understand their role in the organization to become a productive member of 

the team. Research suggests that the alignment of values between an employee and their 

supervisor leads to increased employee satisfaction and commitment (Dale et al., 2018). College 

graduates entering the workforce should be exposed to similar structures during their 

undergraduate studies and can transition this skillset into their new role in the workforce.   

In the classroom environment, instructors can be thought of as supervisors. Students 

should treat their instructors with the respect that they would their future boss. This means 

addressing their professor by the proper name, raising their hand to speak in class, listening 

attentively during class and avoiding disruptions. Uncivil and disrespectful behavior in the 

classroom can have detrimental effects on the teaching learning process as it can consume time 

which should be spent on the material (Morrissette, 2001). In addition, outside of the classroom, 

students can show respect to instructors by using proper language both verbal and through 

written communication. Faculty may assess all of these actions and evaluate a student’s level of 

respect. 

 

Clients/Co-workers/Peers 

 

Organizations typically provide employees with a handbook of policies which must be 

followed in order to remain employed. An area of emphasis in employee handbooks are 
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cultivation of the organizational culture. One aspect of organizational culture is fairness and 

respect for others in the workplace. Administration and leadership can promote civility in the 

organization by emphasizing “that respect is valued and supported” (Walsh et al., 2017;2018). 

As most organizations have policies and procedures which promote respect in the workplace, 

colleges and universities should emphasize respect in the classroom environment. 

 As leaders of organizations demand a corporate culture which encourages respect for one 

another, faculty should set expectations for respect in the classroom. One aspect of the learning 

environment which faculty can evaluate respect for others thoughts and opinions is through 

discussion posts or threads which can be done via online or verbally in class. These interactions 

with peers can provide measurable insight into a student’s ability to appreciate the diversity of 

other’s viewpoints. Murphy & Fortner (2014) noted “discussions can help students become 

connected to a topic and can encourage attentive, respectful listening” (p. 338). 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

 Additional research could be conducted after implementation of the learning objectives of 

the rubric to determine effectiveness of soft skills curriculum enhancements. Surveys of students, 

faculty and employers could be completed and compared to evaluate soft skills efficacy and 

performance.   

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Colleges and universities are tasked with preparing students for their future careers. For 

the accounting industry, that not only means teaching the technical skills of debits, credits, 

journal entries and financial statement analysis, but the increasingly important soft skills as well.  

Programs that can master both of these aspects of learning will have a distinct advantage in 

successfully placing graduates as well as recruiting top high school students into the curriculum.  

Faculty have an obligation to construct their courses to develop and measure student 

skillsets in the areas of communication, critical thinking, reliability and responsibility, engaged 

listening, and respect.  These characteristics are crucial in forming a well-rounded college 

graduate that can have a distinct advantage as they enter the workforce.  In many cases, the soft 

skills that have been developed are more important than the technical skills as it allows people to 

adapt more quickly to economic or industry changes or to make career path modifications.  

Technical skills in accounting can get you into a cubicle at an organization but possessing 

enhanced soft skills allows you to obtain a seat at the board room table to provide value in a 

leadership capacity. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Table 1.1 Sample Rubric 
Learning Objective Does Not Meet 

Expectations 

Meets 

Expectations 

1. Demonstrate ability to 

effectively communicate 

with instructor and 

peers. 

Does not 

regularly 

participate in 

classroom 

discussion, 

consistent use of 

poor language 

skills 

Participates in classroom 

discussion, regularly uses 

appropriate and 

professional language 

2. Adapt to changes in 

surroundings and 

generate constructive 

solutions to issues that 

arise. 

Lack of quality 

participation in 

group 

assignments, 

asking for 

assistance in 

solving a 

problem rather 

than developing 

an answer that 

can be evaluated 

for learning 

opportunities  

Ability to work productively 

in various groups to solve 

problems and case studies, 

develop alternate methods 

of describing solutions to 

others  

3. Perform tasks in a 

timely manner. 

Habitual absence 

and/or tardiness, 

does not meet 

assignment 

deadlines 

Attends class regularly, 

arrives on time, meets 

assignment deadlines 

4. Apply active listening 

skills to classroom 

discussion. 

Interrupts 

others, does not 

reiterate 

speakers points 

or provide 

follow-up 

questions, 

focuses on 

personal 

thoughts or 

opinions without 

acknowledgment 

of points 

previously noted 

by others 

Listens to full thoughts of 

others, follows 

instructions, asks follow-up 

questions to obtain 

additional info and/or 

clarity, relates to 

issues/concerns noted by 

others when participating 

in classroom discussion  
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5. Recognize ways to treat 

others with dignity and 

respect. 

Displays lack of 

focus in class, 

unwillingness to 

participate in 

class activities, 

provides 

disparaging 

feedback related 

to the work of 

others, 

criticizes/blames 

others for their 

personal 

performance  

Focused during class, 

listens to others complete 

thoughts prior to 

responding, uses manners 

when communicating with 

others, appreciates 

diversity of other’s 

viewpoints on topics 

 
 

 

 


